Proceedings of the Royal Society of Medicine on the nature of their professional responsibilities and the risks which affect them in the course of their work." (The italics are mine.)
The author in Chapter I-Introductory-on pages 4 and 5 makes certain observations regarding medical negligence actions in general and correctly assesses the three main factors for the very substantial increase in the volume of such actions. They are the introduction of the National Health Service Act, which has effected a subtle change between the medical man or hospital and the patient, the introduction of the Legal Aid Act and the modifications in the Law relating to the liability of hospitals for the acts of their staff (Chapter 5). Your reviewer, writing as a doctor, finds it an illuminating admission by the author, whose political allegiance he knows quite well, that the National Health Service Act has altered the doctor-patient and hospital-patient relationship. The sting is in the tail of this introduction. "It is perhaps inevitable that there should from time to time be cases in which the standard of skill and care exacted by the judges may appear to the medical profession to be excessively high." As a doctor, your reviewer strongly disagrees with the author that "it may be some consolation to reflect that a Court which exacts a high degree of skill and care from a particular defendant is in effect paying tribute to the high standards maintained by the medical profession as a whole."
The professional responsibilities of the doctors have not changed since the days of Hippocrates, modified by the Declaration of Geneva, which was evolved by the World Medical Association in 1951. The risks which affect them in their work have changed. It is not true to assert that there has been no change in the general law of negligence as it affects the medical profession. I quote Croom-Johnson, J., in Best v. Samuel Fox & Co (1950), 2 All. E.R. 798: "The law of England is a living law. It develops and must develop according to change in social life and social outlook." Lord Justice Denning recently asserted that the law is simply a means, albeit an uncertain process, whereby society works out its purposes. In the last fifty years we have seen revolutionary changes in the social structure of this country, especially since the end of the last war. Inevitably the enormous growth in the medical services has made them become of increasing importance in the social structure. The creation of the Welfare State has produced legal problems which are inextricably intertwined with this era of profound change. Where does the doctor stand in this elaborate and uncertain legal process whereby society works out its purpose? He now lives in a world of greater legal risks by reason of the present nature of the judicial process which has enlarged and extended the scope of medical negligence by the very exacting and often onerous standards of medical care and skill.
In spite of these criticisms I must congratulate the author and his collaborator on a concise and well-written book on a very important subject. The case law is extensive and the salient points in the judgments clearly emphasized. I strongly recommend all doctors and hospital administrators to read it. The book has a very useful index.
Principles of Renal Physiology. By Homer W. Smith, A.B., Sc.D., M.S. (Pp. x + 237; illustrated; 40s. Od.) Oxford University Press. London: Cumberlege. 1956. This little book of some 237 pages gives the current views of renal physiology in a condensed form.
The author gives the anatomy and an excellent short historical note on the theories of renal function before starting to deal chapter by chapter with each of the functions of the kidney. The various principles governing the determination of filtration and reabsorption rate, and renal plasma flow are given in detail. The latter chapters are mostly concerned with the specific problems affecting the kidney, such as water and electrolyte control, together with the formation of ammonia and control of the acid-base equilibrium. In fact all the aspects of the kidney are fully covered.
In the Appendix, which is the most interesting section of the book, a description of the structure of the glomerulus, proximal and distal tubules, as seen by electron microscopy, is given. This is particularly well done, and clarifies the previous literature on the subject. The analytical methods used for determining the renal clearance, filtration rate, and renal plasma flow are given in full with alternative methods.
The principal difficulty of this book is that it is not quite clear for whom the book is intended. In this country the pre-clinical student would hardly find it necessary to go into such minutia of renal function as given here. Nevertheless, it may well fill the want of the postgraduate student who wishes to bring his knowledge up to date, particularly those sitting for the Membership of the Royal College of Physicians-or those who wish to study current renal problems before undertaking research.
At the end of each chapter a problem is set to the student, which is perhaps a little irritating, but no doubt will be found useful by the student sitting for an examination. At the same time the list to guide future reading and the analytical methods will prove valuable, and will serve as an introduction to a most intricate subject, since the subject matter is clearly put out and easily assimilated.
